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The viclation of homes has become a 'strategy for development’

the world over. The alienation of people from their homes
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Vieolating a Home

What does a home mean to a tribal? To most of us it means 3
large number of things, constantly discovered, forgotten, and then

remembered again., It is our space, where we have to seek no acceptance,
where we can be ourselves. It is that space which we long for when we
are away, to which we retreat when we feel threatened. It has memories,
and associations. It encompasses our childhood, our  changing
perceptions of ourselves and of the worid,

For tribals, who have few personal possessions, their home s
their main possession. Even if they are respected nowhere else, 1in
their home they have status, thev are wanted, needed and loved, And it
is at home that they féel as secure as they ever will.

Everything in the home is cherished, even if not in
specificity, as a part of the home. It has, or soon acaquires, an
association, a value, and a functién.

The notion of a home grows. and encompasses more and more,
Perhaps for a child initially only the womb, and then the mother’s 1lap.
is a home. Slowly the ¢hild starts treating the room, then other rooms,
the house, the compound, the locality, and even the village, the town,
the country and the planet as a home. But all these grow around the
core of one’s own home, which is the centre of the extended hame,

As the concept of home grows; so doeg concern for all it
contains. The village is cherished, not just the house. The ’Core’
home 1is located in its surrounds. a larger home, which includes the
other houses, streets, markets. trees. wells, forests, hills, and lakes,
" all of which are cherished. A1l of which are “home”.

It is sometimes sugoestad that one can replace ’cherish’® by



'utility’, or e?en' ‘duty’. That individuals and communities can be
alienated from their homes, yet be taught to care -for the resultant
impersonal surrounds through a demonstration of m "utility’ to do 80,
or o‘F their ‘duty’® towards sociaty. | .
But when a ’cherished’ object becomes an cbiect o'F ubility (a
'resource’ 7)), then different human fawl’tleg-m into play. The
concept ‘of 'trade-offs’ appears, and a ’uti?itjf"is evaluated against
other utilities. A logic begins to operate and one makes decisions on
how best to 'use’ a resource, or to approoriate it. As ﬂ;ere is no
emotional, prinbrdia] content, short-term needs are satisfied,
individuale - maximizing their own utility by disregarding - social
interestg, or long term im]imtions. | |
The alienation f‘r‘m the surmmds also braaka the sense - of
continuity, of history, of a sense of belonging. Peome do not have
faithnany Tonger that they will be allowed to have continued access. or
| interaction, with their surrounds. They are susmcwua, and uncertain,
of the future. Prudence, and their experience, dwtates that they
maximise their ’utility’ now, for some one else might take over béfore

long.

Some vears age some of us were visiting-a village in the
north-esst, hoping to understand a little of ' the interaction - tribal
munitfe,s have with their surrounds.

It was a poor y‘iﬁége, and much of the population was
subsisting by wegvi-ngbaskets out of barboo. The tribals had, over the
 vears, been t.dtaﬂy alienated from the forest and wilderness areas
around them. The Forest Departmeént had progressively exercised their

presence and control over these areas, and what was earlier free access



for getting bamboos and arass. was now controlled throush licenses.

leases, and contractors.

Initially, the eldgrs had continued to treat their surrounds
as their own, despite the Governmental presence, and continued to
cherish them, But, gradually, changes had occurred which, though
painful, they were powerless to stop. Their own relationship hadr'been
rudely curtailed, and for sometime they were not even allowed to walk
into some of the forests. | |

It hag taken a local upheaval, and political action, to re-
establish even minimal access: that of being able to ¢ollect hamboc and

grass for their own use.

Many comunity structures had broken down in the face of this
curtailed existence. The ‘home’ had suddenly shrunk, and made people
feel resentful and suffocated. .

Whereas traditionally the tribals themselves monitored the
bamboo, and elders could often be seen, with some voungsters in tow,
worriedly examining the bamboo groves, discussing at great length, and
sometimes heatedly, how much bamboo could be taken out without hurting
the grove, ﬁoday the effort was to extract as much as possible.

The village had to, in the past, sit together to decide
whether a new family. or additional membets of a family, could be
admitted into the trade. Would the surrounds allow it. Sometimes hard
decisions had to be made, resulting occasionally in quarrels and bad
blood. But in all this, there was no alienation with their .surrounds.
It was hever a guestion of "trade off’ between their own reguirements

and the sanctity of their surrounds. Their requirements had to be

within the harmony that their homes represonted.



But now all this had changed. There was a pervagive sense of
panic, of time rumning out, of competition.

What was once their home, was today under some one else's
cantrol, and even the limited access they had might be stopped socon. IF
your home is con fire and all is going to be lost to you, would you not
try and 'take out’® whatever vou could?

By the time we arrived in the village, much of the ’“commnity
home’ had broken down, and most people had retreated into their own
compounds, viewing their neighbours as competitors, as unwanted users of
a common 'resource’, The bavboos in the region had also suffered badly
and their regeneration was threatened.

The Tocal officials pointed to the havoe wreaked as an example
of how Tlocal comunities were totally incapable of usina natural
resources in a sustainable manner. They proudly pointed to the ‘closed’
forests, vast areas forming the traditional home of the tribals, and
claimed that but for them, these areas would also have finished. It
was, they reiterated. the ’protection’ they gave to these remaining
forests, that had 'saved’ them for more ‘productive’, ’efficient’. and
‘scientific’ “management’.

These foresters. in brief, had attenmpted to ’protect’ a home
from its inhabitants, thereby alienating them. They had alsc not
recogniged that these forests had existed and thrived for millions of
vears, unfolding human conmmunities who Tived in consonance within them.

However, this was not their fault., If anything, they were
trying to de their jobs. as defined for them from ‘above’, as best as
they knew.

But the urgent problem was: how to save the bamboos?  What



would  happen if théy stopped regenerating? What would the tribals do
then? What impact would it have on the ecosvstem?

Some of us were co—opted into the debate. Our 'urban’
background, and unique insensitivity, made us easy prey. We were
lectured to by the officials and asked to use all our persuasive
abilities in convincing the tribals to 'go easy’ on the bamboos, There
was, of course, good faith all around, but perhaps not much good sense.:
And very little real experience.

We were all proud of ow comitment and confident of our
oratory. We called the village tegether, and convinced them that, for
their own good and surviva_‘i,_ they must ‘ration’ their use of bamboo.
They must, by implication, ration survival, héppiness, even ration the
chances their children had for survival. We saw the half emty plates
of the bovs and giris, and knew that 'rationing’ would mean even less
food. But we felt that todays frugality would ensure longevity.

A year and a half later we received, out of the blue, an
almest 1llegibly scrawled postcard from one of the tribals. He was
frantic, and incoherent. But we got the sense of some impending doom.
By then, the village wae only a vague mamery of a job well done. We had
got a ot of mileage from it in cocktails and seminars, but we had moved
on to other, and ’bigger’, things., We nearly did not respond. But then
there was a long weekend ahead, and somebody was willing to drive us
there 1in her car. And so, almost casually, we set out 10 see what the
panic was.

The tribals were angry, heart broken, in despair, and very
frightened. They had been told that they could no longer get the
hamboos they had been collecting, as the government had given a contract

to a paper mill to extract the bamboos from that forest. The



- contractors had already started clear felling the area, and in a fow
weeks the last of the bamboos would disappear down the road, lcaded on

trucks. A million vears of interaction finished in a jiffy.

And  what of their frugality, their “rationing", their
sacrifices. All of it helped save some of the bamboc so that the paper
mill could get a Tittle more,

The local officials were sad. and even resentful, but their
orders had come from higher up’. They had protested, but to no avail.

The end to this story was not a total tragedy, for if nothing
~else ‘gity types’ can always meet administrators and politicians, and
 get stories written in newspapers. A1l this was done. and a little
salvaged, for a short while. But what about the hundreds of other such

Gases,

How does one ask the populace to protect, or even be gentie
with,.their surrounds. when they are no longer a part of their home, and
mist. be Tooked at as objects of utility. Does it not make for better
utility from their point of view if they grab whatever they can, as

guickly as they can. before someche else takes it away?

The Justifications

When children are denied mothers and fathers, they are called
orphans, and if they are lucky, thev are lodged in orphanages. It is
recognised that orphanages do not replicate parents, ahd orphans are

alwavs considered deprived. ‘
Fortunately no government explicitly propagates the orphaning

of a people, whatever the trade—offs, and the relationship between a
child and its parents is recognised as inviolable, non-replicable, and

not an chject of 'utility’ and trade-offs.



Should we not, then, think of those:whose homes have been
violated as orphans, as deprived people, who can never be adequately

'compensated’ .
Should not the viclation of a home be considered as |
reprehensible as the orphaning of children? Can ‘homes’ be considered

merely as objects of ’utility’., as subjects of "trade offs’.

But am I overstating the case? Are homes really that
important? Do they actually mean so many things? Are they that
- difficult to re—create?

I cannot, or perhaps do not want to, offer arguments’ in
support of this, I am sure some ’empirically tested hypothesis’ can be
found which can be arm-twisted to indicate how much pecple cherish their
homes., Perhaps I can then deduce whatever I want from these, using
impeccable logic.

Congider that administrators since long have considered threat
of transfer a hajér strategy that politicians use to ‘'tame’
uncooperative officers. But why is it such a potent threat? Especially
since an officer s invariably assured his salary, house, peons,
vehicle, water, electricity, markets, telephone, and even cinemas &
schools.  They can plug in effortlessly into the 'infrastructure’ that
awaits them. S5till there is'dié]ocatipn; the changing of schopls for
children, the leaving of old friends. the Job that the spouse does, the
preferred town or city.

Their homes are re1aﬁive1y artificial, easily ehifted, but
5ti11 there 1is a trauma. So much of a trauma that officers get

prassurised to do all sorts of things that are wrong, perhaps dishonest,



and always against public interest, so as not to get tfansferred. And
those who do not cblige, and do get transferred, ‘think of themselves as
martyrs, as remarkable men and women who have performed far beyond the -
call of duty. |

/ Not so Tong ago there was a major controversy about the
Government reserving the right to transfer Chief Justices of High Courts
from one court to another. Now these worthies are always assured of
going to State Headouarters, or other cities, and are usually st an age
when they don’t have school going children. Yet it was considered by
many of them, and the intelligensia of the country, as a significant
interference in the independence of the judiciary. o

But tribals, when they are alienated from their homes, have to
discover new ways of earning a 1éving, new sources of water, of fuel, of
fodder. They have to discover new markets for their wares, aﬁd for their
needs, and have to seek afresh acceptance into a new social group. They
have to build up new linkages, and new relationshipe. - And a1l the time
they have to fight their sense of loss, for if they do not feel a sense
of. belonging in their home, they will never belong anywhere: not to
their community, not to their state, not to their country, and not even
2] ‘the earth. They will be.Farced to Took at all their surrounds with
aves of ‘'utility’, with opportunism, with an urge to exp1cit Like
motheriess waifs, they will fcrget how to cherigh, how to Iove, how to
enfc]d in themselves.

Perhaps we, the elite, the pTanners. the powerfu] pecple, are
mostly those who 'urbanisation’ and westernﬁsat1on- have a11enated from
our own homes. Qur roots have, perhape, become of the éir, waving like
antennas, ready to plug into the latest, the fashionable, the

superficial.



Perhaps we are g0 alienated from cur own homes, that we have

lost all understanding of what home means, and refuse to recognise that
others might cherish theirs.

Perhaps we. the homeless, resent those who still have homes.

Or 1s it that what we consider our ‘homes’ are secure. because
they are pertable, and transient, and protécted by our status., our
connections, our money power, our mambership of the ruling elite. And
as we perceive no threat, we can’t identify with, enpathise with, those
who are constantly being threatened.

We think of those without security as 'them’, while we are
*us’, whom ne one can téqch. And only the shattering of our own ‘false

security’ would perhaps make us sensitive to the plight of these people.

While I was working in Shillong, an officer from Assam related
'this story to me.

A voung Britisher was arrested somewhere in Assam, and lodged
in one of the district jails. Apﬁarently this young man was well
connected, and a representative of the British Consulate 1in Calcutta
came to see him in Jjail.

The district jails in much of Assam, as perhaps elsewhere, are
medieval in design. This jail had basically one Tong hall where all the
different tvpes of detainees, including the convicted criminals and the
non-criminal  lunatics. were housed. There were cpen alcoves, without
doors, which served as latrines. and whose smell constantly hung around
the comoound. |

The British official emerged from his meeting, ashen,

clutching his handkerchief to his nose. He ‘immediately started
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remonstrating with the local officials on the condition of the jail,

which he said was not fit to house sven animals.

The Tlocal jailer, a Bengalee who had in his long vears ’seen
it all’ was very amused and responded. “"These jails were made before
independence by the British to house Indians. Now Jjust because a
Britisher has got jailed, they suddenly seem inhuman?"

Are we, then, like the colonialists who never planned for
human beings. or even animals, but for ’them’, a category which deserved
no consideration. Can we only recognise this when what we do to  ’them’
gets done to us?

Of Omlettes and Eags

We are told that 'development’ must go on, and of course vyou
can’t ’make an omlelie without breaking eggs’. But why is it that we
are always breaking 'their’ eggs in order to make omlettes for us’? IF
we are really sincere, why not for once break 'our’ eggs and feed 'them’
the resultant omlette ?

Societies are finally governed by moral authority. Laws,
governmente, and institubtions, are only respected and relevant as long
as they emanate from a mandate which has some moral basis. Our constant
efforts at Jjustifving the prevailing patterns of development have Tlong
since lost their legitimacy. '

If we are sincere, let us now start from the top. A good
beginning can be made in the capital itself. 7 _

In 1988, hundreds of people died.in Dethi because of a Cholera
epidemic. This epidemic was caused because of the unsanitary conditions
these people were forced to live in, as their localities did not have

proper sawage systems, and potable water was not available,

1



Ag opposed to these millions of people, a few thousand people

are 1iving is huge bungalows, with an acre or more of lawn, plenty of

water and a fleet of sweepers.
Now i 'development’ really means that a few must sacrifice

for the many, why not shift the millions in these ’trans—Jamuna’
unhealthy communes. to the centre of Delhi where they can get good
water, civic amenities and have %o travel less to get to work? Why not
make the 'few’ if not sacrifice, at least share, their space with the
many ?

Only then, we think, would 2 State have the nc&a? right to ask
tts poorer people to also share, or sacrifice. But, perhaps, 1if the
rich were asked to share, there would never be a need to ask the poor to

sacrifice,

12






	01
	02
	03
	04
	05
	06
	07
	08
	09
	10
	11
	12

